Succession Treaty of Esarhaddon (STE) by Donald John Wiseman in 1958 studies have abounded that examine its parallels with Deut 13 and 28.3 While some scholars posit a direct dependence of Deuteronomy on the cuneiform text of the STE, or some version of it, others are more skeptical of textual borrowing of cuneiform state treaty documents by the authors of national literature in ancient Israel.4 One of the major objections to the theory of direct literary dependence is the relative dearth of cuneiform unearthed in Judah from the Iron Age, especially given the intensive nature of excavation undertaken in the Southern Levant.5 New evidence from the Tell Tayinat excavation of yet another copy of the STE does showcase the widespread distribution and influence of this oath text even in the Western periphery of the Neo-Assyrian Empire.6 However, the paucity of physical evidence for the use of cuneiform in Judah and the question of competency in cuneiform by scribes in Judah remain unresolved issues.
Formological similarities and parallels in language and content between the STE and Deuteronomy are specific enough to demonstrate some sort of intercultural exchange of treaty and curse traditions between Mesopotamia and Judah. However, the discussion of transmission in studies of Deut 28 and the Near Eastern treaties has often been too narrowly focused on the STE and too narrowly focused on cuneiform as the only source of such cultural transmission. Analyses of the parallels between curse lines in the Sefire treaty and those in Deut 28 demonstrate that Deuteronomy is not dependent on the STE alone.7 Rather, the author of Deuteronomy was most likely influenced by multiple strands of formulaic curses in oath-making including Aramean and Hittite oath practices.8 An alternative explanation given by some scholars is that an Aramaic version of the STE may have been furnished to vassal states.9 While the idea of an Aramaic recension of the STE distributed to states that undertook the oath is an appealing one, no such Aramaic version has been found to date.
Some scholars have also posited a more general explanation for transmission proposing the circulation of Aramaic curses across the ancient Near East that made their way into Judah.10 However, this argument tends to remain a speculative one and often assumes that Aramaic transmission of curse formulae would have taken place during the Neo-Babylonian period. Up to this point no model has been furnished to explain the broad circulation of Aramaic curses. A study of parallel curse lines found in Aramaic inscriptions from the Iron II period and in texts from biblical law furnishes evidence for the transmission of formulaic curse language in the ancient Near East in Aramaic. Formulaic curses from the Sefire treaty, Tell Fekheriye, the Bukan inscription, Lev 26, 26, and Deut 28, [38] [39] [40] [41] show striking lexical and thematic parallels and a common underlying syntactical formula typical of Northwest Semitic dialects. These parallel curse lines and their syntactical formula demonstrate that transmission of curse clauses in Aramaic took place during the Iron Age and may suggest a distinctive role for Aramaic in the peripheral states of the Neo-Assyrian Empire.
Towards Identifying a Northwest Semitic Pattern of
Formulaic Curse Language
Geography, Genre, and Approximate Dates of the Inscriptions
The Sefire inscriptions originate from the mid-eighth century BCE at a site approximately 15 miles southeast of Aleppo in Syria. In these three related texts is the historical record of a treaty made by an Aramean ruler named Mati'ilu, the king of Arpad, with the Mesopotamian ruler Bir-Ga'yah, the king of the land of KTK. Given that Tiglath-Pileser III annexed Arpad in 740 BCE, the treaty was composed shortly before this date.11 The Tell Fekheriye text is a royal dedicatory inscription written in both Akkadian and Aramaic and is more difficult to date. Proposed assignations range between the tenth and the eighth centuries, with a general consensus around the ninth century.12 This statue with its bilingual inscription was discovered at the site of Sikan near the Habur river in northeastern Syria.13 The main fragment of the Bukan stele was discovered in 1985 at Tapeh Qalāychi in Iranian Azerbaijan and a second adjoining fragment was purchased in the antiquities market in 1990.14 Only the final 13 lines of the stele are preserved which furnish no information about the historical circumstances that occasioned the stele's composition. Paleographic analysis demonstrates strong similarity with the Syrian inscriptions, yet the large size of the stone suggests that it was inscribed locally.15 The similarity between the Bukan and Sefire stelae in the size and shape of the stone, the contents of the inscription, and paleography suggests a date in the mid-to-late eighth century for the Bukan inscription; however, the historical situation that gave rise to its composition is a matter of some debate. Bukan 6b-8a ‫ימלא‬ ‫ואל‬ ‫חד‬ ‫בתנר‬ ‫יאפו‬ ‫נשן‬ ‫ושבע‬ May seven women bake in one oven, and may they not be filled.
Lev 26,26 ‫אחד‬ ‫בתנור‬ ‫לחמכם‬ ‫נשים‬ ‫עשר‬ ‫ואפו‬ ‫מטה-לחם‬ ‫לכם‬ ‫בשברי‬ ‫תשבעו‬ ‫ולא‬ ‫ואכלתם‬ ‫במשקל‬ ‫לחמכם‬ ‫והשיבו‬ Ten women will bake your bread in one oven, but they shall distribute your bread by weight, and you will eat, but may you not be satisfied.
The parallels in theme, structure, and lexical items used among these four texts are striking. These »futility curses« all employ a common theme wherein the target of the curse is unable to meet a basic need even with an overly abundant supply.23 However, this common theme is formulated in these curse lines in a very specific manner. All of these curse lines employ specific and parallel content, vocabulary, and syntax with a remarkable consistency. The strength of the parallels is all the more significant considering the geographic distance between Syria, Mannaea, and Judah and also the span of approximately a century between the dates for the inscribing of the Tell Fekheriye and the Bukan texts. The two factors of time separation and geographic distance do not seem to have equal influence, however. In fact, the texts with the strongest similarity are those written around the same time period (mid-to-late eighth century) even though these same texts have greater geographic distance. The strongest parallels in terms of lexical usage, the number employed, and distinctive content are between the Bukan inscription and the Sefire treaty, and between the Bukan inscription and the Lev 26 verse. In particular, Sefire IA,22-23 and Bukan lines 5b-6 are identical with the exception of the addition of the number one ‫)חד(‬ in Bukan line 6.
Sefire IA,22-23 ‫ישבע‬ ‫ואל‬ ‫עגל‬ ‫יהינקן‬ ‫שורה‬ ‫ושבע‬ Bukan 5b-6 ‫ישבע‬ ‫ואל‬ ‫חד‬ ‫עגל‬ ‫יהינקן‬ ‫שורה‬ ‫שבע‬ May seven cows nurse a (one) calf, but may it not be satisfied.
This identical curse appearing in two rather distant locations is significant. While the Sefire treaty was inscribed in Syria and the Bukan inscription in Mannaea, they were both written in the mid-to-late eighth century within a relatively short timespan.
Also Bukan 6b-8a and Lev 26,26 are nearly identical if one removes the expanded content from the Leviticus verse.
Bukan 6b-8a ‫ימלא‬ ‫ואל‬ ‫חד‬ ‫בתנר‬ ‫יאפן‬ ‫נשן‬ ‫ושבע‬ Lev 26:26 ‫תשבעו‬ ‫ולא‬ … ‫אחד‬ ‫בתנור‬ ‫לחמכם‬ ‫נשים‬ ‫עשר‬ ‫ואפו‬ Seven/ten women bake (your bread) in one oven, but may they/you not be satisfied.
The Leviticus line increases the number of suppliers from seven to ten but preserves the traditional verb for satiation at the end of the line. The remarkable similarity in vocabulary and syntax of these two lines seems indeed surprising considering the distance between Judah and Mannaea. This occurrence of a nearly identical curse line in two texts with even greater geographic separation corroborates the evidence from the identical lines in the Sefire treaty and the Bukan inscription. These two sets of nearly identical curses suggest that the Leviticus text was composed in a timeframe similar to the Bukan inscription and the Sefire treaty, in the Iron IIB period.24 These exemplars of a nearly identical curse formula found over such a broad geographical span demonstrate the circulation 24 The dating of H material in Lev 17-26 is a contested matter with European scholars favoring an exilic or post-exilic date while Israeli and American scholars prefer a pre-exilic date for at least an early version of H material. While it is imprudent to attempt to date the corpus of Lev 17-26 based on a single inscriptional parallel, nonetheless the identical curse lines in these two inscriptions demonstrate a connection between Aramaic curses in wide circulation during the Iron Age and curses in biblical law. For a brief and recent summary of the scholarship on the dating of H and P material see Thomas Kazen, »Purity and Persia,« in Current Issues in Priestly and Related Literature: The Legacy of Jacob Milgrom and Beyond, ed. Roy E. Gane and Ada Taggar-Cohen, SBL 82 (Atlanta: SBL, 2015): 435-462, 435-437. of curse clauses in Aramaic during the Iron II period with particularly robust consistency in the mid-eighth and early seventh centuries BCE.25
Also distinctive in the Bukan inscription and the Sefire treaty (and in a limited manner the Leviticus text) is the purposeful repetition of the root letters ‫שבע‬ at the beginning and the end of each line. This repetition of sound gives these lines a rhythmic feel and places added emphasis on the abundance of suppliers and the unsated need:
‫.ושבע‬ ‫ישבע‬ ‫…ואל‬ ‫.ושבע‬ ‫ישבע‬ ‫…ואל‬ ‫ושבע‬ Seven (nurses/cows/etc.) … but may it not be satisfied. And seven … but may it not be satisfied … And seven … The repetition is particularly effective since the sounds occur together at the end of each line and the beginning of the next so that if the curse lines were read aloud the words ‫ישבע‬ and ‫שבע‬ would occur in succession. This bookend use of the root letters ‫שבע‬ perhaps reflects an oral background to this curse formula and likely served as a mnemonic device for memorizing or performing these curse lines especially in the case of treaty oaths.26 The curse segment of the Sefire treaty includes ritual performative elements such as the breaking of weapons and the burning of figurines. And the epilogue of the treaty itself indicates that it was read aloud as part of its enactment: »Thus we have spoken and thus we have written« (I VII,1). The ratification of oaths in the ancient world included oral recitation as well as ritual enactment. Thus, oath texts were not simply scribal documents but reflected a performance of an oath-swearing ceremony that seems to have included an oral recitation of the curses. Deut 27, which is a script for oral recitation of the covenant oath replete with curses, is an example of this type of oral performance. This distinctive »bookend« rhyming repetition of similar sounds in the Bukan inscription and in the Sefire treaty reflects this oral and cultic context for the production of the written oath stelae.
The parallels between the Tell Fekheriye inscription and the other texts are also striking, yet some important differences can be observed. In Fekheriye, the number used at the beginning of the line is 100 rather than seven, orthographic conventions show some small differences ‫סור(‬ in Fekheriye versus ‫שורה‬ in the Sefire treaty and Bukan inscription), the infinitive form of the verb is used in the first clause rather than an imperfect/jussive, and a different verb of satiation is employed in the second clause ‫.)רוי(‬ The Fekheriye inscription presents an interesting case since it is a bilingual Akkadian-Aramaic text and a rather early inscription (ninth century) as compared with the Sefire and Bukan inscriptions (eighth century). As Mario Fales has demonstrated, the inscription shows linguistic interference in both directions: while in the first part of the inscription the Aramaic is influenced by the original Akkadian composition, the second part of the Fekheriye inscription is not a translation of the Akkadian but is an original Aramaic composition.27 The »vector of transmission« in the futility curses in lines 18-23 is clearly from Aramaic to Akkadian with the full form given for the Aramaic curses whereas the Akkadian version is rendered in an abbreviated manner.28 Furthermore, the witness of this same type of futility curse in the Sefire treaty, the Bukan inscription, and Leviticus strengthens the case for an Aramaic origin of this curse formula.
While the parallel excerpts from the curse segments of these four texts form an admittedly small sample size from which to draw conclusions, the pattern seems fairly clear. The differences in vocabulary, number, and especially orthography are strongest in the Tell Fekheriye inscription from the ninth century, while the inscriptions with nearly identical content all date from the mid-eighth to early seventh centuries BCE. Since the curse lines from the Fekheriye inscription are an original Aramaic composition these differences cannot be attributed to any Akkadian interference. Around the mid-eighth century the transmission of formulaic curse elements in Aramaic seems to gain more stability and a wider range of diffusion. This is also the time when Aramaic gained greater influence and usage within the Neo-Assyrian Empire.29
Syntactical Formula of a Northwest Semitic Curse
The parallel vocabulary and content in the excerpts from the curse segments of these four texts is unmistakable.30 Perhaps even more robust, however, is the very specific manner in which the curses are formulated. The similarity among these curse lines is not just with surface elements such as lexical items but is embedded in the structure of their shared syntax. The curses are all patterned according to a consistent syntactical formula that governs the order of the presentation of the elements within each line. Thus, the formula shapes both the content of the curse and the order in which the various syntax pieces are given. Even though as much as a century in time (or more) and a span of more than a thousand miles separate these individual exemplars this traditional formula of the futility curse is preserved.
From the sample of curse lines presented above a similar syntactical structure can be observed. The following elements occur in each of the curse lines in this order (following West Semitic from right to left): For example, a curse line from the Sefire treaty shows this formula governing the elements and their order presented in Table 1 . Similarly, lines from the Bukan inscription also correspond to the very same formula. Although there is some variation in the overall pattern among the curse excerpts, such as numbers and the verb for satiation employed, the elements and their order within the formula show striking congruence with one another. This is all the more surprising given both the rather large geographical span and lengthy timeframe encompassing all four of these texts. A looser form of the same syntactical formula is also found in Deut 28: Much seed will you cast upon the field, but you will harvest little because the locust will devour it. Vineyards you will plant and you will labor (in them), but the wine you shall not drink nor shall you gather the grapes because the worms will devour them.
Olive trees you will have throughout your border, but with oil you shall not anoint yourself because your olive trees will be cut down.
To sons and daughters you will give birth, but they shall not belong to you because you will go into captivity.
In these lines there is freer application of the formulaic elements and greater expansion upon the noun and verb clauses; however, the overall correspondence to the basic formulaic structure and theme is robust. For example, Table 4 (below) presents the same syntactical formula (with a minor variation in the noun clauses, and the position of the number), and the corresponding elements from Deut 28. While the syntax varies somewhat from the formula presented earlier, the overall theme and syntactical elements remain the same. The use of the number seven and the verbs enēqu and šebû corresponding to the Aramaic verbs ‫ינק‬ and ‫שבע‬ present a robust correspondence with the curse formula in the Sefire treaties and other inscriptions. The Akkadian version of this curse is written in more of a chancellery style typical of royal annals: particularly the addition of the rather lengthy subject clause in the beginning, the addition of the prepositional phrase ina muḫḫi, and the verb-final syntax show syntactical variation from the Northwest Semitic curse formula. However, the ending of the line with the particle of negation and the verb of satiation (la ušabbû) suggests a strong connection with the Northwest Semitic versions of this curse.
The Diffusion of the Northwest Semitic Curse Formula and the Role of Aramaic in the Neo-Assyrian Empire
The evidence presented for the Northwest Semitic curse formula suggests that this traditional curse type was in use in Aram as early as the ninth century BCE as seen in the Tell Fekheriye statue. In the mid-eighth century the practice of including curses in the ratification of treaties may have given greater momentum to the spread of this curse formula. The popularity of loyalty oaths in the Iron II period may account for the adoption of this Northwest Semitic curse formula by the Neo-Assyrian administration and for its dispersal particularly into con- quered territories required to pledge loyalty to the Empire. The narrative of the Rabshakeh and his challenge to Hezekiah's rule in II Reg 18-19 is an example of the use of Aramaic employed in the imperial expansion of Neo-Assyrian political hegemony. All but one of the exemplars of this Northwest Semitic curse formula come from interactions between peripheral states and the Neo-Assyrian Empire, which may suggest a distinctive role for and use of Aramaic by the Assyrians in vassal territories. William Schniedewind contends that the use of Aramaic by the Neo-Assyrian Empire was a form of political subjugation itself.32 According to Schniedewind, a special class of scribes ( LÚ A.BA) were trained in Aramaic only, while scribal training was restricted to learners of the prestige cuneiform writing system. Aramaic scribes were sent to subjugated lands in order to facilitate administration and to create a common language throughout the empire. Schniedewind contends that this »linguistic imperialism« was a strategy of unifying the empire with a common language to facilitate communication while maintaining the prestige status of cuneiform.33 The evidence of the Northwest Semitic curse formula corroborates this understanding of the role of Aramaic in the Neo-Assyrian Empire. The Bukan inscription, in particular, highlights the employ of Aramaic scribes in peripheral regions of the Empire. Moreover, the use of Aramaic as a language of linguistic imperialism offers an alternative explanation as to why the inscription was composed in Aramaic rather than in cuneiform. The identical curse lines found in the Bukan inscription, the Sefire treaty, and in biblical literature suggest a common training in formulaic curse traditions by officials and scribes/ritual practitioners sent to subjugated territories in order to indoctrinate vassals with loyalty oaths including imprecations against those who might foster rebellion. Thus, a likely scenario for the spread of this curse formula is one in which loyalty oaths were at least one of the primary vehicles of its dispersion. However, the ritual performance of oaths and especially imprecations suggests that the spread of curses may have also taken place by means of oral propagation as well.
The evidence of the parallel curses in Aramaic demonstrates that the circulation of imprecations took place in this language during the Iron II period. This does not exclude the possibility of the circulation of cuneiform recensions of loyalty oaths; and the evidence of the Tell Tayinat and Baal of Tyre oath texts demonstrates that local versions of these treaties were crafted at least for display purposes in vassal territories. Nor does the evidence of the parallel curse lines exclude the possibility that Aramaic curses circulated during the Neo-Babylonian period. However, it does provide solid evidence for the dispersion of a particularized Northwest Semitic curse formula that was employed in treaty and covenant texts and royal stelae in peripheral regions under the control of the Neo-Assyrian Empire.
The circulation of the Northwest Semitic curse formula into Judah is clear from its use in Deut 28 and Lev 26.34 The striking parallels between Iron Age curse formulae in the Aramaic inscriptions and curses in D and H material suggest a pre-exilic date for at least an early recension of these two compositions, most likely during the seventh century BCE.35 The appearance of this same curse formula in the annals of Assurbanipal indicates that it was still circulating in the Neo-Assyrian Empire well into the seventh century BCE. The use of this Northwest Semitic formula in two such similar collections of curses placed at the closing of a legal corpus also raises the question again of their interrelatedness and a common stock of formulaic curse language underlying their composition. Moreover, the thorny problem of transmission also factors into any historical scenario envisioned for the composition of D and H.
In the absence of comparative inscriptional material in Judah itself, some biblical texts provide a window into the use of Aramaic in Judah during the Iron II period. The narrative of the Rabshakeh in II Reg 18 presumes competence in Aramaic by Jerusalem officials by 701 BCE and its use in diplomatic negotiations. It remains an open question whether facility with Aramaic in Judah was acquired by contact with Aram, other Aramaic-using states, or the Neo-Assyrian Empire. Indeed the answer may be one of multiplicity. Biblical texts suggest diplomatic exchanges took place between Judah and Aram (II Reg 14, 28) , and between Hezekiah and Merodach-Baladan of Babylon (II Reg 20, (12) (13) (14) (15) , all presumably in Aramaic.36 Also, the movement of northern populations southward during Neo-Assyrian incursions into Aram and Israel, and the rapid growth of Jerusalem's population during the seventh century may have included scribes skilled in Aramaic who settled in the south. Tightening control over Judah by the Neo-Assyrian Empire likely served to strengthen the already-present influence of 34 A parallel between the Bukan inscription and Jeremiah 10 also corroborates knowledge of the Northwest Semitic curse formula by biblical authors. Lemaire, »Jérémie XXV 10b«: 543-545. 35 For the dating of H see note 24. I have argued for a seventh century dating for Deut 27-28 based on parallels between Iron Age treaties and Deut 28 and parallels between Neo-Assyrian incantations, the Arslan Tash amulets, and Deut 27-28 (Ramos, Spoken Word, . 36 I owe these references to diplomatic negotiations in Aramaic in the biblical texts to William Morrow in his comments on an early version of this article.
Aramaic in Judah particularly in the seventh century BCE. Thus, Aramaic curse formulae may have spread into Judah through multiple channels.
Conclusion
The striking parallels between the curse lines found in the inscriptions and biblical texts presented demonstrate a common tradition of stock curse formulae underlying these same imprecations found across multiple genres of texts and across distant regions. Parallel content, theme, vocabulary, and a shared syntactical formula demonstrate that the circulation of curse formulae took place in Aramaic during the Iron II period. The nearly identical curse lines in the Sefire treaty and the Bukan inscription, and in Lev 26 and the Bukan inscription showcase the robust consistency of the Northwest Semitic curse formula and its broad dispersal in the late eighth and early seventh centuries BCE. The use of this curse formula in the bilingual Tell Fekheriye statue inscription indicates its early origin in the treaties of Aram and shows how it may have spread to the Neo-Assyrian Empire.
The number of exemplars of this formula with nearly identical content from the mid-eighth to seventh century BCE demonstrates that it was during this timeframe that the formula's distribution gained momentum and breadth. This evidence fits with the specialized use of Aramaic scribes by the Neo-Assyrian imperial administration especially in the Levant, and also in subjugated territories more generally. The widespread use of loyalty oaths with accompanying curses was a likely vehicle for the spread of Aramaic curse language. While copies of these loyalty oaths in cuneiform were clearly erected in at least some vassal states for display purposes, the evidence of the parallel curse excerpts suggests that Aramaic loyalty oaths or Aramaic versions of Neo-Assyrian oaths may also have circulated. The oral performance of oaths and curses suggests also that oral propagation of curses deserves further exploration. These parallel curse lines establish a shared tradition of formulaic curse language that was part of the training of Aramaic-language scribes and practitioners who were sent to peripheral states to facilitate administration. The spread of imprecations, in particular, suggests a purposeful use of ritual oath practice intended to instill fear and promote the stability of the Empire at its distant borders.
Abstract: An examination of Aramaic curses from the Iron Age and of two texts from biblical law demonstrates striking and robust parallels in thematic content, vocabulary, and syntactical formulation. The curses are all patterned according to a consistent syntactical formula (termed the Northwest Semitic Curse Formula) that governs the order of the presentation of the elements within each line. Thus, the formula shapes both the content of the curse and the order in which the various syntax pieces are given. Furthermore, the geographic distance between these inscriptional exemplars of this curse formula demonstrates broad diffusion of Aramaic curses during the Iron Period and especially during the mid-eighth to the early seventh centuries BCE. These parallel imprecations suggest that a shared tradition of formulaic curse language was part of the training of Aramaic-language scribes and practitioners from the Neo-Assyrian Empire who were sent to peripheral states to facilitate administration.
Résumé: La comparaison de malédictions araméennes datants de l'âge du Fer et de deux textes législatifs bibliques met à jour des parallèles marquants et fiables, à la fois sur le plan thématique, du vocabulaire et de la syntaxe. Les malédic-tions sont toutes formulées selon un même modèle syntaxique (désigné comme formule de malédiction nord-ouest sémitique) qui gouverne l'ordre de présenta-tion des éléments à l'intérieur de chaque ligne. Ainsi, la formule détermine à la fois le contenu de la malédiction et sa formulation. De plus, la distance géogra-phique qui sépare ces exemples de malédiction illustre la large diffusion des malédictions araméennes durant la période du Fer et en particulier de la moitié du huitième siècle au début du septième avant notre ère. La diffusion de ces impré-cations suggère que la formule type de malédiction faisait partie de l'instruction des scribes et des lettres araméens de l'empire néo-assyrien, envoyés dans les états périphériques de l'empire pour faciliter l'administration.
Zusammenfassung: Eine Untersuchung aramäischer Flüche aus der Eisenzeit und zweier Texte aus dem Bereich des biblischen Rechts demonstriert auffällige und stabile Parallelen in Thema, Vokabular und Syntax. Die Fluchsätze weisen ein gemeinsames syntaktisches Formular auf (das sogenannte Nordwest-Semitische Fluch-Formular), das die Reihenfolge der Elemente in jeder Zeile bestimmt. Das Formular bestimmt somit sowohl den Inhalt des Fluchsatzes als auch die Reihenfolge seiner syntaktischen Bestandteile. Darüber hinaus zeigt die geographische Entfernung zwischen diesen Inschriften die weite Verbreitung aramäischer Fluchsätze während der Eisenzeit und besonders vom mittleren achten bis zum frühen siebten Jahrhundert v. Chr. Dieser Befund legt nahe, dass eine gemeinsame Tradition formelhafter Fluchsprache Bestandteil der Ausbildung von aramäischsprachigen Schreibern und Beamten des neuassyrischen Reiches war, die in entfernte Staaten gesandt wurden, um die dortige Verwaltung zu unterstützen.
